THE    CROUCHING    BEAST
a multitude of penguins kept up an incessant clamorous
chatter day and night and filled the air with an ammoniacal
stench. In the morning they came waddling down the
worn, stained trackways on the snow slope or hopping down
the screes from the teeming host above and bowing, hesitating,
flapping their silly wings, they flopped into the surf and shot
away out to sea like bullets from a gun. But many failed to
get as far as that in one day's journey and instead stood
about upon the snow slope or on the beach for days wrapt in
mindless contemplation, forgetful of their errand which was
the capture of food for the family on the cliff top above.
For time means nothing to these people. And later in the
day the traffic went the other way and they flapped on their
bellies out of the sea on to the beach, trooped in companies
wearily up the slope to their homes, stood about in con-
templation upon the snow slope poised between heaven and
earth, or played idle truant upon the beach. Meanwhile a
persistent unending clamour of defiance and vain appeal
arose from the throng upon the cliff top. But the snow
slope, which was both the way up and the way down and the
half-way house as well, where the time of day was passed
in chattering, bowing, bickering or in restful slumber, was
trampled by myriads of feet into a hard slippery incline and
soiled beyond the semblance of snow by blandly indiscrimi-
nate excreting. Now, at high summer, it was melting so
that the shingle beach thinly covered a river of noisome,
greyish water, fresh certainly, but stinking. It flowed only
two or three feet beneath the tents that the campers had
pitched. Near the tents they had dug a round shallow
basin in the shingle, perhaps for washing if such a thing
could be imagined, and lined it with large stones. A grey
scum floated upon the surface of the pool. The penguins
had overcome their first astonishment and now no longer
stood around the camp in silent white-breasted companies or
advanced with curiosity when they dared to peck at the
skirts of a tent or at the gear piled on the beach. They